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Locating	   packaged	   software	   in	   information	   systems	  
research	  
	  
The	   papers	   in	   this	   issue	   focus	   our	   attention	   to	   packaged	   software	   as	   an	   increasingly	  
important,	   but	   still	   relatively	   poorly	   understood	   phenomena	   in	   the	   information	   systems	  
research	   community.	   The	   topic	   is	   not	   new:	   Lucas	   et	   al.	   (1988)	  wrote	   a	   provocative	   piece	  
focused	  on	  the	  issues	  with	  implementing	  packaged	  software.	  A	  decade	  later,	  Carmel	  (1997)	  
argued	   that	   packaged	   software	   was	   both	   ideally	   suited	   for	   American	   entrepreneurial	  
activity	  and	   rapidly	  growing.	  The	   information	  systems	   research	  community,	  however,	  has	  
moved	  more	  slowly	   to	  engage	  this	  change	   (e.g.,	  Sawyer,	  2001).	  The	  papers	   in	   this	  special	  
issue	   represent	   a	   significant	   step	   in	   better	   engaging	   the	   issues	   of	   packaged	   software	  
relative	   to	   information	   systems	   research,	   and	   highlighting	   opportunities	   for	   additional	  
relevant	  research.	  
	  
Packaged	  software	  
The	  origin,	  and	  growth,	  of	  packaged	  software	  are	   relatively	   straightforward.	  Beginning	   in	  
the	  late	  1960s	  with	  IBM's	  unbundling	  of	  software	  from	  hardware	  purchases,	  there	  has	  been	  
a	   trend	   in	  organizations	   toward	   licensing	  software.	   In	  1980,	   the	   industry	  was	  predicted	   to	  
record	  sales	  of	  US$2	  billion,	  growing	  to	  US$8	  billion	  by	  1985.	  But	  in	  1984	  a	  report	  suggested	  
figures	  that	  outstripped	  the	  previous	  estimates,	  stating	  that	  sales	  would	  reach	  US$10	  billion	  
in	  that	  year	  and	  US$30	  billion	  by	  1988	  (Business	  Week,	  1984).	  In	  1991,	  the	  world	  packaged	  
software	  market	  stood	  at	  US$52	  billion	  (Economist,	  1994).	  In	  1995,	  packaged	  software	  sales	  
were	   said	   to	   represent	   around	   20%	   of	   the	   total	   software	  market,	   which	   stood	   at	   US$77	  
billion,	   a	   270%	   increase	   since	   1986	   (Leebaert,	   1995).	   By	   2001,	   it	   was	   estimated	   that	   the	  
world	  packaged	  software	  markets	  totaled	  US$196	  billion	  (OECD,	  2002).	  In	  2004,	  the	  OECD	  
estimated	  that	  packaged	  software	  growth	  would	  continue,	  and	  likely	  increase,	  as	  software	  
became	   more	   standardized	   (Houghton	   &	   Vickery,	   2004).	   So,	   while	   it	   is	   difficult	   to	   be	  
precise,	   the	   evidence	   suggests	   that	   packaged	   software	   is	   likely	   to	   be	   a	   popular	   form	   of	  
software	  for	  some	  time.	  
	  
Packaged	   software	   is	   typically	   developed	   by	   groups	   of	   specialists	   who	   are	   positioned	   as	  
being	  able	  to	  bring	  greater	  skill,	  discipline	  and	  focus	  to	  the	  effort	  than	  can	  be	  done	  by	  the	  
information	  technology	  staff	  within	  any	  one	  organization.	  Thus,	  packaged	  software	  is	  said	  
to	   provide	   those	   in	   the	   purchasing	   organization	  with	   a	  means	   to	   acquire	   state-­‐of-­‐the-­‐art	  
applications,	  reduce	  their	  expenses	  and	  issues	  with	  maintenance,	  and	  better	  manage	  their	  
computing	   costs	   (Klepper	  &	  Hartog,	   1992;	  PriceWaterhouse,	   1996;	  McKeen	  et	  al.	   ,	   2002).	  
Further,	  pieces	  of	  packaged	  software	  are	  often	  said	  to	  be	  faster	  and	  more	  cost-­‐effective	  to	  
deploy	  than	  custom	  development	  because	  they	  are	  developed	  with	  large	  customer	  bases	  in	  
mind	   and,	   are	   argued	   to	   be	   more	   or	   less	   complete	   software,	   thus	   they	   can	   be	   readily	  
implemented	  (Andersson	  &	  Nilsson,	  1996;	  Dube,	  1998;	  Lassila	  &	  Brancheau,	  1999).	  
In	   the	   information	   systems	   research	   community,	   this	   shift	   towards	   purchasing	   packaged	  
software	   is	   often	   exemplified	   by	   enterprise	   resource	   planning	   (ERP)	   systems.	   While	   this	  
research	   is	   clearly	   valuable,	   research	   into	   such	   application	   types	   has	   tended	   to	   override	  
specific	  investigation	  into	  the	  more	  'generic'	  aspects	  of	  packaged	  software	  and	  the	  ensuing	  
changes	   that	   adopting	   third-­‐party	   software	   entails.	   Favoring	   examinations	   of	   application	  
types,	  such	  as	  ERP,	  over	  issues	  with	  the	  role	  of	  package	  software	  has	  led	  to	  a	  comparative	  
lack	   of	   understanding	   of	   the	   scale	   and	   scope	   of	   this	   approach	   in	   engaging	   information	  
systems	  in	  organizations.	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Moreover,	  findings,	  theories	  and	  insights	  drawn	  from	  the	  longstanding	  history	  of	  research	  
focusing	   on	   information	   systems	   development	   in	   general	   are	   largely	   absent	   from	   many	  
packaged	   software-­‐related	   studies.	  More	   recently,	   however,	   there	   are	   essays	   and	   studies	  
that	  have	  begun	  to	  close	  this	  gap	  (e.g.,	  Carmel	  &	  Sawyer,	  1998;	  Sawyer,	  2000;	  Light,	  2005).	  
Beyond	   this	   the	   large	   and	   growing	   body	   of	   literature	   on	   free/libre	   and	   open	   source	  
approaches	  await	  greater	  integration	  into	  the	  extant	  literature	  on	  systems	  development.	  
Here	  we	  argue	  simply	  that	  recognition	  of	  prior	  related	  work	   in	  the	  area	   is	   important	   if	  the	  
field	  of	  information	  systems	  is	  to	  avoid	  labels	  such	  as	  'a	  fragmented	  adhocracy'	  (Banville	  &	  
Landry,	   1992).	   A	   more	   integrated	   approach	   to	   the	   study	   of	   information	   systems	  
development,	   one	   that	   directly	   engages	   all	   forms,	   seems	   the	   most	   useful	   path	   for	  
scholarship.	   A	   key	   criterion	   of	   the	   special	   issue	   call	   therefore	  was	   that	   papers	   submitted	  
both	   engage	   package	   software	   development	   and	   situate	   this	   work	   relative	   to	   the	   extant	  
literature	  in	  information	  systems,	  with	  the	  explicit	  goal	  of	  contributing	  to	  a	  cumulative	  body	  
of	  knowledge.	  In	  summary,	  we	  believe	  there	  is	  a	  need	  to	  theorize	  about	  packaged	  software	  
and	  its	  place	  within	  the	  field	  of	  information	  systems.	  
	  
The	  selection	  process	  
The	  call	  was	  openly	  distributed	  via	  a	  number	  of	  academic	  and	  professional	   listservs	  and	  at	  
conferences,	  drawing	  19	  papers.	  These	  papers	  were	  then	  screened	  by	  both	  editors	  to	  gauge	  
the	   extent	   of	   fit	   with	   the	   call.	   Of	   these,	   we	   recommended	   three	   papers	   be	   submitted	  
directly	  to	  EJIS	  because	  they	  were	  worthy	  papers,	  but	  not	  in	  line	  with	  the	  call	  for	  papers.	  We	  
sent	   16	   papers	   out	   for	   the	   review	   by	   two	   qualified	   reviewers	   with	   a	   copy	   of	   the	   call	   for	  
papers	   and	   a	   customized	   review	   form	   to	   help	   guide	   them	   in	   their	   assessments.	   In	   this	  
respect,	  we	  asked	  the	  reviewers	  to	  consider:	  
• Is	  the	  central	  focus	  of	  the	  paper	  on	  some	  element	  or	  aspect	  of	  packaged	  software	  
development	   (methods,	  approaches,	   tools),	   the	   industry	   (practices,	  outcomes	  and	  
trends),	   the	   artifact	   (trajectories,	   structures)	   and	   comparisons	   with	   other	  
approaches	  (open	  source,	  custom,	  etc.)?	  
• Is	   the	   primary	   contribution	   of	   the	   paper	   geared	   towards	   extending	   our	  
understanding	  of	  packaged	  software?	  
• Is	  there	  a	  specific	  and	  developed	  connection	  to	  the	  extant	  literature	  in	  information	  
systems?	  
	  
The	  review	  process	  helped	  us	  to	  identify	  five	  papers	  that	  could	  be	  improved	  further	  within	  
the	  timescales	  of	  the	  special	  issue.	  We	  also	  recommended	  that	  three	  papers	  be	  kept	  in	  the	  
EJIS	  review	  system	  because	  they	  could	  make	  a	  good	  contribution,	  but	  needed	  more	  work	  at	  
this	   stage.	   Authors	   of	   the	   five	   papers	   worked	   with	   us	   to	   develop	  more	   completely	   their	  
papers.	   We	   asked	   each	   to	   further	   develop	   the	   connection	   between	   their	   work	   and	   the	  
broader	  information	  systems	  literature.	  During	  this	  process,	  we	  identified	  additional	  'cross-­‐
over'	   themes	   -­‐	   concepts	   and	   issues	   that	   were	   present	   in	   all	   papers	   -­‐	   that	   we	   asked	   the	  
authors	  to	  raise	  up	  accordingly	  in	  a	  further	  round	  of	  review.	  These	  themes	  related	  to:	  
The	  location	  of	  the	  focus	  of	  the	  paper	  within	  the	  software	  lifecycle.	  The	  focus	  of	  the	  paper	  
relative	  to	  production	  (Vendor)	  or	  consumption	  (Consumer)	  perspective	  on	  the	  issues;	  The	  
raising	  up	  of	  the	  materiality	  of	  the	  artifact.	  
	  
About	  the	  papers	  
We	  are	  honored	  to	  have	  worked	  with	  the	  authors	  and	  are	  pleased	  that	  these	  five	  papers	  are	  
included	  in	  the	  special	  issue.	  We	  turn	  now	  to	  review	  each	  paper.	  
	  	  
Concepts	  of	  product	  software	  -­‐	  Xu	  and	  Brinkkemper	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  Introduction:	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In	   this	   introductory	   paper,	   Xu	   and	   Brinkkemper	   discuss	   the	   specifics	   of	   the	   software	  
industry	  and	  put	   forward	  a	  concept	  of	  product	   software.	  To	  do	   this	   they	   identify	   some	  of	  
the	  unique	  attributes	  of	  the	  software	  industry,	  the	  different	  kinds	  of	  software	  products	  one	  
might	   encounter,	   and	   consider	   what	   they	   see	   as	   the	   differences	   between	   product	   and	  
tailor-­‐made	   software.	   They	   consider	   these	   differences	   in	   terms	   of	   lifecycle	   and	  
development	   methods,	   requirements	   gathering	   and	   release	   management	   processes,	  
architectures,	   delivery	   and	   implementation	   processes.	   On	   this	   basis,	   they	   argue	   that	  
developing	   product	   software	   is	   different	   from	   building	   tailor-­‐made	   software.	   They	   also	  
suggest	   that	   different	   categories	   of	   product	   software	   should	   be	   made	   using	   different	  
development	  methods.	  
	  	  
Questioning	  the	   IT	  artifact:	  user	  practices	   that	  can,	  could	  and	  cannot	  be	  supported	   in	  
packaged-­‐software	  designs	  -­‐	  Chaisson	  and	  Green	  
Chaisson	   and	   Green	   frame	   their	   paper	   against	   the	   long	   tradition	   of	   the	   importance	   of	  
eliciting	  user	  requirements	  in	  systems	  development.	  Building	  on	  this,	  the	  authors	  focus	  on	  
how	  software	  designers	  support,	  change	  or	  inhibit	  user	  practices	  through	  their	  attention	  to	  
the	  'specificity'	  and	  'generality'	  of	  the	  products	  they	  develop.	  Drawing	  upon	  a	  study	  of	  the	  
development	  of	  a	  Canadian	  health	  promotion	  planning	  application,	  the	  authors	  outline	  the	  
evolution	  of	  a	  very	  specific	  product	  through	  four	  prototypes	  to	  one	  that	  is	  so	  general	  it	  now	  
can	   be	   sold	   into	   the	   broad	  market	   for	   planning	   software.	   Because	   of	   this,	   however,	   the	  
design	   became	   too	   far	   removed	   from	   any	   specific	   requirements	   of	   users.	   The	   study	  
illustrates	   the	   need	   for	   systems	   developers	   to	   carefully	   balance	   needs	   for	   specificity	   and	  
generality.	   It	   also	   recommends	   that	   software	   consumers	   need	   educating	   about	   system	  
developer/vendor	   motivations	   so	   that	   they	   can	   make	   informed	   choices	   regarding	   the	  
potential	  changes	  to	  a	  given	  artifact	  or	  the	  processes	  it	  will	  be	  meshed	  with.	  
	  
	  Implementing	   packaged	   enterprise	   software	   in	   multi-­‐site	   firms:	   intensification	   of	  
organizing	  and	  learning	  -­‐	  van	  Fenema,	  Koppius	  and	  van	  Baalen	  
The	   van	   Fenema,	   Koppius	   and	   van	   Baalen	   paper	   unpacks	   the	   issues	   around	   a	   multi-­‐site	  
implementation	  of	  an	  ERP	  software	  package,	  paying	  particular	  attention	  to	  the	  influence	  of	  
the	   artifact	   upon	   group,	   site	   and	   corporate-­‐level	   roles,	   relationships	   and	   processes.	   In	  
particular,	  the	  study	  supports	  prior	  work	  that	  illustrates	  the	  complexities	  and	  difficulties	  in	  
enactment	   processes	   and	   illustrates	   the	   importance	   of	   triggering	   social	   networks	   and	  
processes	  of	   knowledge	   construction	   in	   such	  efforts.	  The	  authors	   further	   argue	   that	   their	  
findings	  are	  not	  just	  specific	  to	  ERP	  applications,	  they	  center	  on	  their	  study	  of	  the	  processes	  
of	  enforcing	  a	  standardized	  artifact	  upon	  those	  in	  organizations	  -­‐	  this	  need	  not	  have	  been	  
an	   ERP	   application	   or	   packaged	   software.	   A	   common	   template	   based	   on	   custom	  
development	  could	  have	  had	  similar	  effects.	  
	  
	  An	   assessment	   of	   package-­‐organization	   misalignment:	   institutional	   and	   ontological	  
structures	  -­‐	  Sia	  and	  Soh	  
Sia	   and	   Soh	   contribute	   to	   the	   growing	   tradition	   within	   IS	   research,	   and	   particularly	   the	  
research	  on	  packaged	  software	  which	  is	  concerned	  with	  how	  artifacts	  are	  made	  to	  work	   in	  
situ	   .	   This	   paper	   draws	   upon	   institutional	   theory	   and	   systems	   ontology	   to	   develop	   a	  
conceptual	   framework	   for	   assessing	   misalignments	   between	   software	   packages	   and	  
organizational	   requirements.	   In	   doing	   this,	   they	   encourage	   us	   to	   think	   about	   the	  
combinations	   of	   institutionalized	   structures	   that	   are	   imposed	   or	   created	   voluntarily	   and	  
ontological	   structures	   that	   they	  argue	  can	  be	   thought	  of	  as	  deep	  or	   surface.	  Through	  this	  
they	  argue	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  consider	  when	  software	  configuration	  or	  customization	  are	  most	  
appropriate.	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  Deciding	   to	   upgrade	   packaged	   software:	   a	   comparative	   case	   study	   of	   motives,	  
contingencies	  and	  dependencies	  -­‐	  Khoo	  and	  Robey	  
The	  final	  paper	  in	  the	  issue	  provides	  insights	  into	  some	  of	  the	  reasons	  behind	  the	  decision	  
to	   upgrade	   packaged	   software.	   The	   authors	   present	   a	   model	   of	   the	   upgrade	   decision	  
process	  that	  recognizes	  the	  important	  interactions	  between	  internal	  requirements,	  vendor	  
dependence	   and	   contingency	   forces	   in	   the	   shape	   of	   internal	   resource	   availability.	   Their	  
study	  echoes	  work	   in	   IS	  more	  generally	   that	  emphasizes	   the	   role	  of	  power	  and	  politics	   in	  
system	   development	   and	   in	   particular	   the	   exercise	   of	   power	   by	   IS	   professionals.	   A	   key	  
finding	   from	   the	   authors	   work,	   which	   is	   broadly	   applicable	   to	   various	   forms	   of	   IS	  
development	  and	  use,	  is	  the	  need	  to	  more	  richly	  theorize	  the	  role	  of	  resource	  availability	  in	  
such	   decision-­‐making	   processes.	  Moreover,	   this	   paper	   is	   one	   of	   the	   few	   that	   engages	   an	  
increasingly	   important	   issue	   for	   organizations:	   decisions	   (and	   the	   processes	   of	   decision-­‐
making)	  regarding	  upgrading	  software.	  
	  
The	  need	  for	  further	  research	  
We	  hope	  that	  this	  special	  issue	  will	  generate	  more	  critical	  interest	  in	  the	  packaged	  software	  
industry	  and	  product	  appropriation	  in	  work	  organizations	  and	  society.	  In	  particular,	  we	  had	  
hoped	   to	   see,	   but	   did	   not,	   research	   into	   non-­‐commercially	   licensed	   packages	   (FL	   part	   of	  
FLOSS);	  the	  appropriation	  of	  packaged	  software	  in	  domestic	  contexts;	  issues	  with	  the	  role	  
of	  users	  groups	  and	  the	  integration	  of	  multiple	  software	  packages.	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